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" AN EXAMINATION OF CHILDREN'S BOOKS 
ON THE AMERICAN INDIAN 



by 

James A. Popp 




During the first week of school this year the teachers m the 
intermediate unit at the. Acomita Day School decided the students « 
would start the year off with the preparation for and the celebra- 
tion of American Indian Day. The celebration ^uldTje on Friday, 
September 27th. four weeks away, and would concentrate on pre- 
senting, great American Indian leaders of the past and present and 
contributions of the American Indian culture to the American 
culture. 

Through our celebration of American Indian Day we hoped 
to achieve three goals-^irst/ we felt school 'should, begin on an 
?xct?ng no e which pr^aration for a parade and a feast wouW 
tenerafe Second, we wanted to instill self-pride withm our stu- 
fe^s and the ce\ebration of American Indian Day would be a 
celebratton of the self for them. Third, we wanted.our students to 
S able t^^ demonstr^e knoy^ledge of great American Indian^ ead- 
• ers and of American'indian contributions. The goals were set and 
Tur next-nTe wJ^P collect materials for reference and at this 
%^olv^ with children's books about the Amencarr 
Indian really began. , . ^ 

I collected children's books on the American Indian- from our 
1 ^ . The University of New Mexico Learning Ma- 

;iTarc"t^^^^^ Public Library, and- o^r^oo. 

, Sry and dis^^^^^^^ t^em'for use on our American Indian Day 

project. ' ,_ ^ , <» ' 

- To my group of students I began^reading. from g nice looking 
' little book Pueblo India^ Stories arid on the second page I read 
' "O ange Cloud and her ■family^ lived in a house that you would 

*5 I flueer The Piieblo Indians lived in queer houses years 
ZSt^S^les on high rocks."^ Luckily I proofread 

.10 . * , 




silently as I read orally and changed Orange Cloud to Juanita, 
queer to beauiiful, and .rocks to mesa&. I then decided I h^better 
come back to that book. . ^ 

After school that day two other .teachers showed me books 
they had begun reading to their classes and had stopped because ^ 
of the attitude expressed, derogatory language used or stereotyp- * 
ing presented. Otie of those books, Learning From, the Indians^ by ^ 
Wharton James/ l^s a foreword entitled, **What the White Race • 
May Learn From the Indian*' and is filled with lines such as: 
*'There are scores of things about the Indian that are reprehensible 
and to be avoided."^ The other book \|ras Indian Friends and Foes 
by Dorothy .Heiderstadt. The students wanted, to know about the" 
^reat Apache lelJider Geronimo so the teacher opefied the book to 
chapter 13, and then suggested a different topic, for the chapter 
was entitled ''Geronimo: The Last Barbarian."''^ 

My miliH instantly recalled the powerful book. Tell Them^ . 
They Lie: The Sequoyah Myth hy Traveller Bird .in which the au- 
thor and sixteen other direct heirs of George .Guess, the white 
-man's Sequoyah, try to correct historical guesswork about who 
George Guesi was and what he did for his people. Vfes it possible . 
that a great number oif children's books on the American Indian 
were not based on true facts and in-depth 'research by the authors? 
Could it- be that children's books on the American Indian were 
perpetuating false myths, stereotypes, and negative attitudes to- 
ward tKe America^ Indian people? 

1 was curious to look into these questions further'and the re- 
mainder orf this pape^ deals with my stud^y, my findings, my con- 
clusions and my suggestions. T-^^;^ • ' 

I American Indian Day at- Acomita Day School was a gifeat 

success but it would.have been more so if the cHildren's books on 

American Indians ][:jad been nfore pseful. ! 

■ J ^' // ' , j ' 

Last glimmer and again' tl>is fall, I have been fortunate to see 

a videotaped lesson on education across cultures by Dr. John A. 

Aragon £j;om the College of Education at the University of New 

Mexico. this Jg^^A, Dr. ^ragon brings forth what a delicate 

and resj^^^sibjj^i^ ih any ordinary situtaion is and then, 

when it^fcrcfegM^^ck and forth between two cultures, teaching be-^ . 

copies extrerfiely tenous and requires a great deal of expertise and 
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sense^ivity on the teacher's part. He proposes the theory qf per- 
ceiviiji^; beiiaving," and becoming, which simply interpreted means 
a peijson perceives himself through the words and actions of others, 
shapfes his behavior around those perceptions and will eventually 
become the person he behaves like. 

' If a teacher in New York reads the book Indian Friends and 
Foes to her i^on-Indian class so^ne damage is done just from the 
iiple and the cover pictures which immediately stereotype the In- 
dian teen as being red skinned with hachet features and the 
women as being the fairytale beautiful princesses. The non- 
* Indian child thinks the Indian is either good or bad.. The men are 
ugly and mean-looking so they must be bad. 3ut the women must 
be friends because they are beautiful and kind-lookingr By just 
using the word Indidin, and not Indians, theT author has already 
stereotyped the Indian peoplte as not being distinguishable groups^ 

Think of tihe potentijal damage done 9s a teacher reads this 
book to a class of Indian children. The Indian child might perceive, 
justiffrom the title and cover pictures that Indian men are ugly and 
mean-looking and can eithefi be friends or foes and nowhere in 
between^ Therefore being an Indian man, or related tQ one, would 

gain a negative connotajior^j ^ , _ > 

^ . - „ ■ •^■) 

Just from the title and cover picture of one widespread book 
unaccountable damage may be done to children's- perceptions, thus 
to their behavior, and finally to what they become. Teachers have 
mammoth jots when teaching across two or more cultures. They 
must be familiar with the values of those cultures, working with 
them, and blending the cultures as evenly as possible. They often 
need assistance and one place they rely on is the library ^nd its- 
collection of books. 

A teacher cannot possibly know thtt contents and how useful 
every book in the school library will Ipe. Bfit/if a teacher constant- 
• ly chooses books written for children that cause the children to 
perceive themselves or others negatively then something is wrong 
and some action must be taken. , 

The American Indian Day project at Acomita Day School gave 
me the necessary incentive to read all the children's books on the 
American Indian in our school's library plus randomly selected 
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books from the Albuquerque Public Li/rary and from the Learn- 
ing Materials Center at the University of New Mexico. I am by 
no means a licensed critic of children's literature or an expert on ; 
Jhe ways of the American Indian people. I am a teacher who 
teaches in a bi-lingual and a bi-cultural cpmmumty and. who is 
extremely sensitive to having the children I teach perceive them- - 
selves in a positive manner. Thus my work and study has been 
that of a concerned amateur. 

After reading each of the books. I marked down its relevance 
to each of 'the fqllowing categories: attitude expressed, derogatory 
language, stereotyping by terminology and pictures, knowledge ex- 
pressed by the author, the book's usefulness in the classroom, and 
if it is an in-depth or superficial report or study. 

Attitude expressed is a category which judges the author's 
feelings towards the American Indian. It is very subjective and is 
marked either positive or negative. 

Derogatory language is much more objective and is marked- 
none. some, or a lot. Examples of what I -"-^^er derpgat^^^^^ 
language are the'terms: warlike, savage, brown men. barbarians, 
pagans, r^skins, etc. - 

Stereotyping is fairly clear and can or cani^ot be found in the 
author', terminology and in the illustrator's pictures. In the follow- 
1 charts T stands for terminology and P stands for pictures and 
-they have a yes or no after them, yes indicating there ^s s ereo- 
typLg and no indicating there is no stereotyping. Examples of 
SLinology stereotyi^ihg are: "Ve^.^lowly they are a^^^^^^^^^ the 
white man's ways, but they cannot be rushed. *. Tomorrow he 
sick man will go to the Public Health hospital, but he wanted tlie 
, services of thi medicine man firrt."^ "They thought the^^ere 
chasing sickness away."«. "Indians - red savages, noble. pefK^ps. 
but savages all the same . . ."^ "The plains Indians were very war- 
^^e" "We must build an igloo . . ."S and "Their old way of 

liviAg is ended and»the-y haven't yet found a good new way. But 
they are still the Laughing People.'"" . ■ 

Examples of picture stereotyping are: Eskimos standing near 
igloos in heavy, bright colored clothes. aMays lo'ojcing happy, with 
a dogsled, polar bears, and seals nearby: India_n m|jn havmg wai 
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J)onnets, buckskins, warpaint, a single feather, and a loincloth on 
and are shown riding bareback shooting buffalo; and Indian women 
shown grinding corn, scraping hides, or carry babies on their backs. 

The catagory knowledge expressed is. again very subjectiye 
and is marked excellent, fair, or poor.., It is d feeling derived from 
V iiow the* author uses names, dates^ places,- and culturally relevant 
materials in the report or story, " ^ 



Usefulness is a subjectivef. catagory that would vary in rele- 
vancy from teacher to teacher and from class to class. I have based 
my markings on how beneficial anoumportant it is to have/the 
b6ok at the Acomita Day School. I n^ve thus marked the books " 
as being extremely, fairly, or not useful. ^ ^ ' " ' , 

The last category is marked in degth or superficial and I 
judged each book subjectively as to whether I thotj:ght the author 
had done research and had expressed jt by gqing into informative 
detail or whether the author was using a little literary license and 
^ij^riting for capital gain alone, . ' 

The. following five charts show how I haVe categorized the 
forty-nine books I read for this paper. ! 

Out of the 49 books read, 7 seemed to defiifately express a 
negative' attitude towatd American Indians. Six had spme deroga- 
tory language and three had a lot of c^^rogatory langua'ge. Twenty 
books Jhad a little or some stereotyping in the terminology while 
twerify-seven had a little, some, or a lot of stereotyping in the il- 
lustrations. Eighteen of the book's showed their authors had ex- 
cellent knowledge of the subject, while twenty-three showed fair 
knowledge and eight showed poSr subject knowledge. Twpnty- 
thre^ of'the boo&s rated extremely useful, 'four rated -very^ useful, 
fourteen rated fairly useful, and eight rated not useful. Sixteen of 
the books were superficially written while, thirty-three were writ- 
ten in depth. ^ . , > - 

^ *^ . . 

As I previously stated I am not a professional critix: and this 
was not that objective of a survey but it 'showed me what i was 
afrai3\)f is true to^a l^rge degree. Well over h^lf of the authors 
did not seem to hav^done any indepth research for true facts on 
which fo base their stoi-ies/ And far too many of the-books'seemed 
«■ ' • ' - 
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to Be perpetuating* negative attitudes toward the American* Indian 
people, false myths about great American Indian leaders, _find 
stereotypes through terminology and pictures about the various 
aspects of the American Indian cultures. .. 

Children's literature has and -will continue to be an important 
part^ a child's educatioh. Thus it will entej Into his perception 
of hij&iself and others, help shape each child's behavior and hence, 
the -kind of person he becomes.- Therefore I, as a" concerned and 
sensitive teacher, don't in any way want the children F am work- 
.ing^ith affected by negatively wtittfen literature that stereotypes 
themselves or anyone else. 

In conclusio^ I suggest that each ^chool shobUdesignate a 
person or persons with much expertise and sensitivity^aJiie duty 
of screening children's literature used at that school in the prfeceds" 
ing catagories and in , others that the school feels necessary. Teach- 
• ers as myself and others I Icnow would ffeel more corpfortable when 
rapidly choosing t^iat much needed book for an important lessdh. 



' Footnotes . . > 

. . - • , ■ 

, 1. Gates andPeardon, PueBIo Indian Stories, p. 3. • ^ ^' 

2. Wharton James, hmmVng From the Indians, p. 9. ^ • ' \* ' ' 

3. Dorothy Heiderstadt, Indian Friends and Foes, p. 107. . I . . 

4. Kay Bischoff, American jTidiall: Hoiii and Zuni ' Pueblos^ - R^ And 
-dolor, p. 14/ . . * , 

5. Hildegard Thompson, Getting to Know Amencan Indians Today, p: i^. 

6. Teri Martini, The True Book of Indians, p. 45. 

7. Alice Marriot, Sequoyah: Leader of the Cherokees^ p. 65. • 

8. Edward and Marguerite Dolch, Tepee Stories,^p. v. 

9. Donalda McKillop Copeland, THe True Book^pf Little Eskimos, p, 22. 
10. Benjamin Brewst^, The' First Book of Eskimos, p, 45. 
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